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Many linguists have studied verbal humor from the perspective of pragmatics 
and have helped bring humor research into a new stage.  
Universally acknowledged, public speech is one of the most effective and 
significant ways to communicate among people. Through the public speech, the 
speakers may be able to declare opinions, express emotions, and inspire the 
audience. Though many scholars have done research on verbal humor and public 
speeches from various perspectives, the research on the humor in public speeches is 
far from enough. Therefore, the perception and interpretation of the verbal humor in 
public speeches is a very meaningful research topic.  
In the present thesis, a qualitative research is conducted on the verbal humor of 
commencement speeches in the U.S. and the mechanism of verbal humor generation 
is analyzed under the theoretical framework of the three pragmatic theories: the 
Cooperative Principle, the Politeness Principle and Relevance Theory. Through the 
analysis in the present thesis, it points out that humorous effects could be achieved 
by violation of the maxims of Cooperative Principle, abiding the maxims of the 
Politeness Principle and the gap between the maximal relevance and the optimal 
relevance and the different cognitive context between the speaker and the hearer. 
Neither of the Cooperative Principle, the Politeness Principle and the Relevance 
Theory alone could analyze all humorous utterances. Thus, the three pragmatic 
theories should be integrated to interpret the mechanism of humor generation.  
Theoretically, it broadens the studying scope of verbal humor by focusing the 
humor in the commencement speeches, and proves the explanatory power of 
pragmatic theories in the studies of humor and public speeches. Practically, it could 
not only help listeners to better appreciate the humor in the commencement 
speeches, but also help the learners of public speaking create more humorous 
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Chapter One Introduction 
1.1Research Background and questions 
Public speaking is widely considered as a vital means of communication. 
Commencement speech, as one type of public speaking and part of campus culture, 
is delivered at the graduation ceremony to the graduates by some famous speakers, 
such as well-known politicians, the current president of the university, prestigious 
scientists, and successful entrepreneurs or outstanding writers. The speakers are 
invited to present their rich life experience and share their special value or belief of 
life to encourage the graduates, the future of the country, to face the reality and 
shoulder their responsibility. The current studies on public speaking mainly focus on 
political speeches to reveal power and authority of speakers and how speakers try to 
establish relationship with listeners to achieve aims through various language means. 
But little attention has been paid to commencement speeches, particularly to the 
analysis on the humor in the speeches.  
   Humor can provoke laughter and arouse amusement among people. 
Throughout the history, it has been attracting much attention and interest of the 
researchers in different fields, such as linguistics, rhetoric, psychology and 
aesthetics. Since the 1970s and 1980s, along with the rapid development of 
linguistics, linguists have analyzed and explained humor with modern linguistic 
theories, which greatly broaden the horizons of humor studies and bring the study 
into a new era. 
To make clear apprehension to these humorous utterances, the author tries to 
answer the following questions: 
(i) which specific pragmatic theory or maxim (even sub-maxim) can 
be applied in analyzing the humorous cases; 
(ii) how does the case reach its humorous effect; 
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Principle, Politeness Principle and Relevance Theory  
(iv) is there a working mechanism to interpret the humor utterances 
from the perspective of pragmatics? 
1.2 Significance of the Thesis 
Lots of research has been done on verbal humor and political speeches, 
however, the research on humor in commencement speeches hasn’t been probed 
enough, especially from the perspective of Pragmatics. The significances of the 
study can be summarized as follows. 
Firstly, lots of scholars have done research on commencement speeches from 
the perspectives of stylistics, Conceptual Metaphor, and Functional Linguistics, etc. 
But the research on humor in commencement speeches has been untouched. The 
present research can, to a certain extent, broaden the scope of the study.   
Secondly, as the present study analyses humor from the pragmatic perspectives: 
Cooperative Principle, Politeness Principle and Relevance Theory, it could possibly 
make a better interpretation of humor through comparison. 
Lastly, humor plays an important part in communication and it can be an 
effective method to alleviate the pressure and tension in life. Studying the humor in 
the commencement speeches can help us to appreciate the verbal humor much better, 
improve our communication competence, cultivate our humor awareness and make 
our own speeches more vivid and colorful.  
This thesis intends to explore into the working mechanism of verbal humor from 
pragmatic perspective. Pragmatics is a relatively new branch of linguistic study, 
which studies the relationship between language and its users, and provides us new 
perspective to explore the mechanism of human communication, including verbal 
humor. Through the analysis on the verbal humor cases in American 
Commencement Speeches, it is hoped that we can find out how verbal humor works 
in the speeches, what pragmatic theories are applied in using and understanding the 
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